
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Supporting Philosophy, Theology, Religious Studies,

History of Science and Philosophy of Science

homepage - about us - help - search 12th January 2010, 04:16 

Teaching Portfolios

George Macdonald Ross

1. Why keep a teaching portfolio?

There are three reasons for keeping a teaching portfolio: one bad one, and two good ones. The bad reason is if you 
are required to do it as a condition of employment. It is a bad reason, because if you do it merely in order to comply 
with regulations, you will do it reluctantly, and you are unlikely to gain any benefit from it. Nevertheless, there is a 
perfectly sensible reason for making it a requirement. Successive UK governments have noted that university 
teaching is just about the only profession which does not require both initial training, and evidence of continuing 
professional development (CPD) in order to remain qualified to practise. The situation began to change after the 
publication of the Dearing Report (officially the report of the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education) in 
1997. It is now an almost universal requirement that newly appointed teachers successfully complete a training 
course in teaching in higher education. On the other hand, it is still the case that only a minority of institutions require 
their staff to undergo regular CPD; but where they do, the keeping of a teaching portfolio is likely to be a central 
component. This is good practice, provided that staff do it in the right spirit. 

As for the good reasons for keeping a portfolio, the first is that any teacher should have the ambition of becoming a 
better teacher than when they first started. But you are unlikely to improve if you believe that lengthening experience 
alone will make you a better teacher. You need to deliberately gather evidence about the effectiveness of your 
teaching, analyse your strengths and weaknesses, learn from others, and think of ways of building on your strengths 
and overcoming your weaknesses. Keeping a portfolio is an ideal way of stimulating this sort of reflection. The 
second good reason is that you will need evidence of your qualities as a teacher when it comes to applying for 
promotion or a new job, or for local or national awards for teaching excellence. If you have a portfolio which you have 
regularly updated, you will have all the evidence you need at your fingertips.

2. What should a teaching portfolio contain?

The sorts of thing a portfolio will typically include are:

A statement of your teaching philosophy - that is to say, a statement of your values and objectives as a 
teacher, and your broad principles for achieving your objectives. This should inform all your judgments as to 
how far you have succeeded in fulfilling your objectives.

A statement on the linkage between your teaching and your research. How has your teaching been better 
than it would otherwise have been because of your research expertise? How has your research been affected 
by your experience as a teacher?

Page 1 of 4

http://prs.heacademy.ac.uk/?source=pdf
http://prs.heacademy.ac.uk/about_us/
http://prs.heacademy.ac.uk/help/
http://prs.heacademy.ac.uk/search/


A statement of the training you have undergone as a teacher. This should include your reading of 
educational literature as well as attendance at formal courses. You should reflect on the value of what you 
have read and attended, and on the extent to which it has changed your practice as a teacher. Don't be afraid 
of including negative comments, because it is well known that not all training is helpful. But you might make 
constructive suggestions as to what training would be more helpful, and communicate them to your 
educational development unit.

Your employment history, with a list of the courses you have taught, together with the outcomes of course 
evaluation questionnaires (CEQs). You should describe and give the rationale for the distinctive practices you 
have used in your teaching in order to fulfil your objectives, and outline what changes you intend to make in 
the light of the CEQs, and any other feedback you have obtained from students, monitors, and external 
examiners. 

If your teaching has been observed by a colleague, you should include the report, and state how you will act 
on the comments.

If you have published anything to do with teaching, or given presentations or workshops, give a brief 
description, with any comments as appropriate.

If you have received any grants for teaching-related projects, give the details and specify the outcomes. 

If you have held any positions of responsibility for aspects of teaching, say what they were, and what you 
achieved in the role. These might include, for example: leading a jointly-taught module; responsibility for quality 
assurance and enhancement at programme, departmental, faculty, or university level; external examining or 
reviewing; involvement with national bodies, such as subject associations or the Quality Assurance Agency. 

Specify any distinctions or awards you may have received for excellence in teaching. 

Finally, you should outline any plans you have for improving your teaching in the short, medium, or long term. 
When you next re-visit the portfolio, assess how far you have fulfilled these plans, and revise your plans for the 
future. 

3. What format should the portfolio have?

If your institution specifies a particular format, then obviously you must use it. Otherwise, use the format which is 
most convenient for yourself. You will probably divide it into sections by topics such as the ones suggested above.

Since you will regularly revise and update the portfolio, it makes sense to treat an electronic version as the master 
text, and print it out only when there is good reason to do so. If you start a portfolio when you first begin teaching, it is 
initially likely to be quite a short document of only a few pages. But as you expand the scope of your teaching and 
take on new responsibilities, it can potentially become very large. One strategy for keeping it manageable is to have 
a core narrative of, say, not more than a dozen pages, which includes all your more important achievements. This 
can then refer to a series of appendices which include all the factual details - for example, a list of publications, of 
courses delivered, of grants obtained, of staff development events attended, of external examinerships, of feedback 
from students, and so on. Alternatively, you might wish to restrict your active portfolio to the recent past, the present, 
and the future, and archive the older material.

4. How should the portfolio be used?

Even if you keep the portfolio entirely to yourself, it will still be useful in two ways. First, it gives you an occasion to 
reflect on your teaching, and to think of ways in which it could be improved. Without this reflection, it is all too easy to 
immerse yourself in research after teaching and examining are over, and to find yourself teaching exactly the same 
materials in exactly the same way the following year. Second, it will be an invaluable resource when you are applying 
for promotions etc. 
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However, the portfolio will be a much more valuable document if you make it part of the annual review process, and 
benefit from the comments and advice of a colleague. Institutions vary in the extent to which they require academic 
staff to undergo periodic review. In some there may be a single process in which all aspects of their work are 
covered; in others there may be separate procedures for the review of teaching, of research, and of general career 
development. Here we are considering only the review of teaching, whether or not it is part of a wider process.

One frequently used model for teaching review is peer observation, in which a colleague sits in on a class, writes a 
confidential report, and discusses the report with the teacher. This procedure is fine as far as it goes, and it can be 
very useful for flushing out mannerisms of which the teacher might be unaware, and for suggesting ways of 
improving the teaching which the teacher may not have thought of (and it can work both ways, with the observer 
learning new things). However, there is a serious disadvantage to this model if the review consists of nothing else. 
The disadvantage is that it focuses on the teacher as performer, to the neglect of all the other crucial ways in which 
the teacher fosters student learning. Indeed it is perfectly possible for someone to be hopeless at delivering lectures, 
but a brilliant teacher overall, because of their skill at designing a module, providing aids to learning, giving timely 
and helpful feedback, stimulating active discussion in small groups, and so on. All these aspects of good teaching will 
be covered in a portfolio, and an effective review procedure would focus on the portfolio, with peer observation as a 
relatively peripheral add-on. 

As for timing, peer observation has to take place while a course is still running, but it is better to complete and 
discuss a portfolio shortly after the end of the course, so that it can cover things like the outcomes of any CEQs, the 
students' performance in the final assessment, and any comments by moderators and external examiners. 

5. How can the burden of keeping a portfolio be minimised?

It may seem like a major undertaking to write and update a teaching portfolio. But to put things into perspective, if 
you start the portfolio in your first year as a university teacher, you will have relatively little to write, because of your 
limited experience and responsibilities. Regular updating should not take much time, particularly if you can discipline 
yourself to do an update whenever anything happens, rather than waiting till the end of the year. It takes only a few 
moments to record attendance at a training event, or the publication of an article at the time, whereas it can be quite 
burdensome to try and reconstruct a year's activities from inadequate records. 

A further consideration is that most of what you include in the portfolio should already have been documented for 
other purposes. In particular, you need to keep an up-to-date CV, which will include factual information about what 
you have taught, administrative responsibilities, training courses, publications, external activities, etc.; you will almost 
certainly be required to conduct an annual review of any courses you teach; and anything you write about your 
teaching for the purposes of staff review will already exist. So most of the contents of your portfolio can be copied 
and pasted from other documents, with relatively little editing or supplementation. 

6. Resources

Teaching portfolios have had a much longer history in the US and Australia than in the UK, and many US universities 
have published guidance on how to write one. Here are some examples of useful websites:

http://www.city.londonmet.ac.uk/deliberations/portfolios/ICED_workshop/seldin_book.html. This 
contains two chapters from Peter Seldin, The Teaching Portfolio - A practical guide to improved performance 
and promotion/tenure decisions, 3rd Ed., (Bolton MA: Anker, 2003).

The same Deliberations website has an annotated list of links to a number of mostly US and Australian 
websites: http://www.city.londonmet.ac.uk/deliberations/portfolios/urls.html. 

http://www.wsu.edu/provost/teaching.htm: Guide to writing a teaching portfolio from the Office of the Provost 
at Washington State University. 

http://216.239.59.104/search?q=cache:GWGqDLmX_MsJ:www.brown.edu/Administration/Sheridan_Center/publications/handbooks/teach_port.pdf+%22teaching+portfolio%22&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=20&gl=uk
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: Guide to writing a teaching portfolio from Brown University.

http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=k1985&pageid=icb.page29708: Guide to writing a teaching 
portfolio from Harvard University.

I myself wrote a teaching portfolio in 2005 (unfortunately towards the end rather than at the beginning of my 
career). It does not fully conform to the advice given above, but the portfolio and the accompanying 
documentation are available from 
http://www.philosophy.leeds.ac.uk/GMR/bids/portfolio/portfolioindex.html.

Created on: July 2nd 2008

Updated on: July 2nd 2008

Page 4 of 4

http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=k1985&pageid=icb.page29708
http://www.philosophy.leeds.ac.uk/GMR/bids/portfolio/portfolioindex.html

